Information and telecommunication technology development is undeniably one of the most important factors for global knowledge diffusion and digital society creation processes in the contemporary world economy. The purpose of this paper is to analyze ICT infrastructure advances having taken place in the European Union, Japan and the United States in last fifteen years, and -based on the analysis results -to specify the most significant, present and potential future problems for Polish economy due to its ICT usage backwardness. While ICT infrastructure development level in Poland is closing to the EU averages, still the vital issue is lack of Internet usage possibilities and increasing digital divide between urban and rural regions, which in the near future can constrain a socioeconomic growth and competitiveness of Polish economy.
Introduction
Intensification of the phenomena associated with the domination of the service sector in global economy, observed in recent decades, results from both the growing importance of socalled intellectual services 1 , as well as from the dynamic progress of the information technology and telecommunication sector. Ensuring an universal access to information is important, however, not only from the standpoint of competitiveness of internationally active entities, but also fundamental for further economic, social and civilizational development of particular countries 2 . Moreover, recent experience shows that apart from modern telecommunication infrastructure providing fast access to the global network 3 , it is also necessary to disseminate knowledge on how its resources can be used for the professional and personal development.
The purpose of this article is first to present the changes in universal access to 
Development and utilization of broadband infrastructure in Poland relative to other European Union countries
While at the end of the last century, the development of the ICT market could be described by means of the improving infrastructure-related indicators, such as the share of households with fixed telephone lines, the number of computers, the number of fixed telephone lines, the share of households with a computer, today most of this data is not even published or . This follows from the fact that the fixed telephone line or radio and television receiver ceased to symbolize civilizational advancement (especially in post-industrial Western countries), while it is the increasingly developed market for digital services (including mobile ones) and fast access to the global Network that have come to indicate how modern the society and the economy as a whole is 5 . In case of Poland it is rather difficult to speak about the situation improving, because the backbone network bandwidth at 6 kbit/s per Internet user (i.e. only 12% of EU average) puts our country at "the tail" of the enlarged European Union. One of the reasons for this has been the long-lasting dominant role of Telekomunikacja Polska (TP SA) as the incumbent telecom and the principal -in addition NASK -operator of the backbone network in Poland, which has not forced the company to quickly develop the network. Given the fact that the data on this indicator published by the ITU comes from the TP SA, and given the growth of the number of backbone network operators observed in the past decade (EXATEL, Railway Telecom, GTS Energis and Netia), it can be assumed that the actual value of this indicator for Poland should be higher, although it is difficult to accurately estimate it.
Another indicator informing about the state of telecommunication infrastructure is the number of fixed broadband lines per 100 inhabitants 8 presented in Table 3 . Despite the short period, progress made in this respect is clearly visible in all the countries surveyed, which can somehow be regarded as confirmation of the dynamic development of the global Internet network in the past decade. In contrast to indicators presented above, at the beginning of the last decade the United States and Japan had a distinct advantage in the number of broadband connections over the European Union, and only a few EU member states could boast similar or better achievements in this area (i.e. Sweden, Belgium and Denmark).
After less than a decade, the values for Japan, the U.S. and the EU almost equalized, however, as was the case with the previously discussed indicator, again mainly countries of the "old" EU were above the median 21.6 (exceptions were Spain, Italy, Portugal, and Greece).
Poland, with nearly 14 broadband connections per 100 inhabitants, again fell into one of the last places in the European Union. With decreasing disparities between member states, this is another proof of the continuing unavailability of broadband Internet access in our country.
On the other hand, in just three years (2007) (2008) (2009) , the availability of broadband data transfer over cellular networks has greatly improved (see Figure 1 ), although as yet the achieved throughput is much lower than throughput via fixed lines. However, it seems that despite increasing access to mobile broadband Internet 9 , the main obstacle is still a fairly high level of prices for such services and the relatively low coverage of base stations in our country that make it possible to achieve transfer rates in excess of a few megabits per second. It should also be added that further increase of the capacity of cellular networks will require significant investments (an example is the Long Term Evolution technology with which it is possible to achieve a throughput of several hundred megabits per second for mobile networks 10 ). Comparing the development of this form of access to the global network in recent years (see Figure 1) , it can be seen that in most countries of the European Union its popularity is significantly higher than in the United States, although the superiority of Japan in this respect is out of the question. There is, therefore, no doubt that the European Union is a leader in the dissemination of high-speed internet (especially Nordic countries). However, at this point it is worth looking at the issue of popularity of the Internet understood as a modern communication medium. Finally, it is worth analyzing changes in the synthetic Networked Readiness Index, which has been published for ten years by the World Economic Forum and which is a kind of measure of the modernity of a country's economy 13 . Table 4 shows the values of this index for the countries of the European Union, the United States and Japan in the two most recent editions of the ranking. Among the 133 countries covered in the study in the years 2009-2010, first place 14 .
The consequences of neglect in the process of building the information society in Poland
The data presented has raised concerns about the future importance of Poland and its inhabitants in the world economy. In fact this issue is extremely important, especially because Suffice it to say that the Indian government program provides every child in school with an inexpensive personal microcomputereach Polish school pupil that had been announced with a bang a few years ago, turned out to be merely a political marketing ploy.
Conclusions
In summary, the following conclusions may be formulated: − in the past two decades, the state of ICT infrastructure and availability of the Internet in
Poland have improved markedly, but we still in many respects depart downward from most European Union countries, Japan and the United States; − despite a number of projects to modernize the infrastructure in recent years also performed with the strong involvement of EU funds, can not determine that the Polish citizens are in a comparable way as the inhabitants of Western Europe to enjoy access to global networks; − digital divide persists between large agglomerations and rural areas, and the consequences of this state of affairs may be so severe that in the near future the competitiveness of Polish economy will significantly worsen in comparison with the post-industrial countries and many countries still regarded as developing (primarily BRIC countries, namely Brazil, Russia, India and China); − although authorities of our country are making true efforts to attract as much foreign direct investment as possible, assuming that it will create jobs and sustain technological and organizational progress, however, they are forgetting the fact that without the development of practical skills in using the Internet and building the foundations of the digital society, we are likely to be losing the race for investment ever more often (which has recently happened even in traditional industries such as the automotive industry); − this may cause the situation in which Poland will continue to be seen as a provider of semi-skilled and cheap labour, and not a serious partner with whom it is possible to jointly pursue innovative projects in response to the growing challenges of contemporary world economy.
Notes

